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S

ince everyone
eats and drinks,
rules about eating,
along with distinctive dress,
have the capacity to be among
the most powerful reinforcements of religious identity.
Moreover, besides sustaining
life, taking meals together is
one of the best ways of forming bonds between people and
creating community. These aspects of dining were even more
important in ancient times
than now, and it is not surprising that both Judaism and the
e a r l y C h r i s t i a n m ov e m e n t
placed a great deal of religious
importance upon meals.
In t h e Bi b l e t w o p a r t i e s
shared a banquet meal in or-

der to make a covenant with
each other, as did Jacob and
Laban in Genesis 28:28-30.

Besides sustaining
life, taking meals
together is one of
the best ways of
forming bonds
between people
and creating
community.
Even a covenant with the Lord
was ratified by a solemn, joyful meal (Exodus 24:11). But

in contrast to ancient pagan
c o n c e p t i o n s , Is r a e l n e v e r
thought that they needed to
offer food to God because He
needed it; rather they acknowledged that He was the source
of their nourishment (cf. Psalm
78:19, 20; 23:5). Feasts were
the major social occasions,
marking weddings, funerals,
arrivals and partings.
Of special importance was
table fellowship. It usually
meant acceptance into one’s
group. It established a bond.
It drew a social boundary, and
it drew the eating companions
into the inside of that boundary. This gave the banquet an
almost sacramental character.
Outsiders were those with
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whom one would not share a
meal. Various considerations made
it unlikely that Phariseeswould dine
with non-Jews or even with ammei
ha-aretz. Essenes would not eat with
non-Essenes.
There was a certain amount
of merry ritual connected with
banquets, among both Jews and
non-Jews. Table etiquette was
expected, and one can read an
extended discussion of the behavior that was required in a
book that was ver y popular
among Jews in the first century
C . E . ( Si ra c h 3 1 : 1 2 - 3 2 : 1 3 ) .
One should do nothing that
would spoil the occasion for the
other participants, not speaking out of turn or interrupting
the singing. Gluttony and
drunkenness were strongly discouraged.
For Jewish people it was important not only how one ate,
and with whom, but what one
ate. The principles of kashrut
are well known, and in the anc i e n t w o r l d e v e n n o n - Je w s
knew well that Jews do not eat
pork. According to Leviticus
11 several types of creatures are
never to be eaten. These included, besides scavengers, carnivorous beasts, and among
birds the raptors. It was further required that the vessels
and hands with which one ate
should be washed. All of this
may originally have had a hygienic purpose, but in later centuries that was disputed, with
some authorities saying kashrut
is a purely spiritual matter or
simply a demonstration of obedience to laws of which the
purpose is unknown. Among
the authorities who perceived a
rational basis of kashrut were
the first-century philosopher
Philo Judaeus of Alexandria
and the medieval theologian

Moses Maimonides.
Imagine that you were invited to dinner in Eretz Israel
in the first centur y. What
would it have been like? Instead of sitting at the table you
would recline, which was also
the custom among Greeks and
Romans. The diners ate from

Most people were
virtual vegetarians for
economic reasons.
a common dish placed on a
portable three-legged table.
The food might consist of
bread, lentils or peas, oil, dried
figs or other fruit. Perhaps
t h e re w o u l d b e s o m e v e g etables. (Remember that there
were no potatoes, tomatoes,
eggplants, squash, or corn until the discovery of the New
World!) On Sabbath there
might be some fish. Meat was
eaten only on special occasions
or sparingly as a condiment.
Most people were virtual vegetarians for economic reasons.
Wine, almost always mixed
with water—usually three parts

Can we indeed have
“garbage out” without
“garbage in”?
of water to one of wine—was
served in a small cup placed directly into your hand because
it had such a narrow base that
it could not be set on the table
when filled.
After the destruction of the
Temple in 70 C.E. many rabbis actually advocated that Jews
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become vegetarians out of
mourning. Others pointed out
that the original diet of man
before Noah’s flood was vegetarian (see Genesis 1:29;
2:16). The majority of rabbis
felt, however, that most people
would be unable to abide by
such a rule (Baba Bathra 60b;
cf. Pesahim 109a). But they
decreed that the nine days leading up to the Ninth of Ab (the
commemoration of the destruction of the Temple) should be
meatless. 1 The ideas of vegetarianism and sobriety were in
line with certain currents
among moralists in the GraecoRoman world who advocated
abstemiousness and even asceticism, such as the Pythagoreans.
Even Plato was a vegetarian.
There were similar traditions in
Judaism—the Rechabites, the
Nazirites, and probably the
Essenes.
The great religious meal par
excellence was Pesah, the Passover seder, on the fourteenth of
Nisan. It commemorated the
miraculous deliverance from
bondage. At this meal all reclined, even women and children, in equality before God. It
was a full meal, rich in symbolism, but lamb, the unleavened
bread, and the wine were the
central elements. After the destruction of the Temple the
lamb could no longer be sacrificed, and that left the bread
and wine in the center.
It should not surprise us that
Yeshua received all this and
transformed some of it. The
haburah of his disciples was
bonded together in fellowship
meals culminating in the Pesah
feast that began the central
Christian ceremony, the communal meal now known as the
Lord’s Supper (Mark 14:12-26

and parallels). Like the Passover feast, the early Christian
observance was a full meal, often called the Agape, or Love
Feast (Jude 12), but eventually
it was reduced to only bread
and wine because of abuses in
the Gentile environment. The
Apostle Paul laid down rules for
its observance, at the same time
that he emphasized that the
meal bonds the believers together as one body (1
Corinthians 10, 11).
At points Jesus broke with
the practice of Pharisees and
Essenes, but at the cost of being attacked for it. We see this
in two areas. For one thing, he
showed a disturbing lack of selectivity in whom he was willing to accept into his circle of
table fellowship. The Gospel of
Luke is particularly keen to report this. In Luke 15:2 we find
religious people leveling this
criticism at him: “This man receives sinners and eats with
them.” Indeed, he was receiving even tax collectors! The
word “receives” suggests that he
not only accepted their invitations (as he did from
Zacchaeus), but he actually
played host to them. Unlike
John the Baptist, Yeshua was
not reputed to be an ascetic
(Luke 7:34), nor did he enjoin
his disciples to fast the way
John and the Pharisees required
their disciples to do (Mark
2:18-20).
Besides his inclusive conviviality, another point of conflict
was Yeshua’s cavalier attitude
toward the Pharisaic rules of
p u r i t y. He d i d n o t c a re
whether his disciples washed
their hands before eating (Mark
7:1-23). In fact, his attitude
toward the entire oral law was
ambivalent at best (Matthew

They should not only abstain from blood but
also abstain from what
23:2-4) and flat-out negative in
many cases. It is not what goes
into you that defiles you, he
proclaimed, but what comes
out of you: evil thoughts,
words, and deeds.
With these words did Yeshua
sweep away the entire Mosaic system of kashrut? Did he, in fact,
think that hygiene is of no account? Can we indeed have “garbage out” without “garbage in”?
The point is debated by exegetes,2
but it is clear that Yeshua was
speaking in a context that did not
regard the hygienic explanation of
kashrut. It was merely a ritual
duty. The mentality is well exemplified in the Mishnah tractate
Yadaim, where the amount of water poured over the hands is
scarcely enough to sanitize them,
and the water can be poured out
of any vessel, even one made from
cattle-dung (Yadaim 1:1, 2).
Yeshua seems to be saying, If you
want kashrut to be purely a spiritual matter, not a matter of physical hygiene, then let’s start at the
right end of things.
How were these matters understood by early Christians after
Yeshua? The same context appears
to be in control. In Acts 10:9-16
the Apostle Peter is shown a vision of unclean creatures, and a
voice says, “Rise, Peter; kill and
eat.” Peter replies, “No, Lord; for
I have never eaten anything that
is common or unclean.” The
voice replies: “What God has
cleansed, you must not call common.” But the meaning of the vision and the voice is revealed in
the immediate sequel: the unclean
animals signify Gentiles, and the
purpose of the vision is to per-

suade Peter to preach to the
household of the centurion
Cornelius. Here kashrut is a metaphor.
Did early Christianity excuse
non-Jewish believers from observance of the dietary laws? The
prototypical kosher law is one of
the so-called Noachide laws: abstention from blood (Genesis
9:4). It is noteworthy that when
the early Christian leaders gathered in Jerusalem to discuss how
to deal with non-Jews who accepted the Christian message
(Acts 15), they decreed that they
should not only abstain from
blood but also abstain from what
has been strangled, both matters
of kashrut. This may be a case of
synecdoche.
Some early Jewish Christian
groups, such as the Ebionites, renounced flesh-eating and wine,
and apparently some Gnostic
groups did likewise. But ultimately only ascetics chose such a
lifestyle. Paul actually denounced
those who made it a requirement
(Colossians 2:20-23). Yet Paul
and the other apostles warned
against gluttony, drunkenness,
and any kind of overindulgence.
Self-control, they said, is one of
the “fruits of the Spirit” (Galatians
5:23; cf. 2 Peter 1:6). Within
those limitations, God’s gifts are
to be received with thanksgiving
(1 Timothy 4:3, 4).
1
See Louis A. Berman, Vegetarianism
and the Jewish Tradition (New York: Ktav
Publishing House, 1982).
2
For an argument that Yeshua was
not doing away with Mosaic kashrut, see
the recent article by David Merling,
“Clean and Unclean Meat,” Ministry
(June 1999): 28-30.
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